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Educational Attainment in the United States: March 1993

and 1992

(NOTES: The estimates for 1993 and 1992 in this report are inflated to national population controls by age, race, sex, and HisFanic origin. The population controls
are based on results of the 1980 census carried forward to 1992 and 1993. The estimates in this report, therefore, may differ from estimates that would have been
obtained using the 1990 census results brought forward to the sn#’veEdate. Population controls incorporating 1990 census results will be used for survey

e

estimation beginning in 1994. All demographic surveys includir(\zq
housing units and missed persons within sample households.

PS suffer from undercoverage of the population. This undercoverage results from missed
ompared to the level of the 1980 De

cennial census, overall CPS undercoverage is about 7 percent.

Undercoverage varies with age, sex, and race. For some groups such as 20 to 24 year old black males, the undercoverage is as high as about 35 perecnt. The
weighting procedures used by the Census Bureau partially correct for the bias due to undercoverage. However, its final impact on estimates is unknown. For

details, see appendix D.)

INTRODUCTION

This report contains data on the educational attain-
ment of persons in the United States from the Current
Population Surveys (CPS) conducted by the Bureau of
the Census in March 1992 and 1993. Summary data on
educational attainment by age, sex, race and Hispanic
origin are shown for 1992 and 1993 in table 1. Other
detailed data are shown for 1993 in tables 2 through 16.
These data allow for the continuation of the biennial
series of detailed tables as presented in previous reports.
Tables 17, 18, and 19 contain time series of data
collected from 1940 to 1993 in the decennial censuses
and CPS (1947-1993). This report is designed to provide
published detailed tabulations of the data along with a
short discussion of basic trends and attainment levels
across many segments of the population.

The detailed tables present data on educational
attainment for persons 15 years old and over, by age,
sex, race, Hispanic origin, marital status, household
relationship, education of spouse, labor force status,
occupation, income, earnings, and region of residence.
Summary data are also presented for all states and
large metropolitan areas, as well as detailed data for the
25 largest states and 15 largest metropolitan areas.

This report marks the first report using the new
question for measuring educational attainment in the
CPS. Beginning in January 1992, a new question mea-
suring degrees beyond high school, instead of years of
college completed, was instituted in the CPS. Tabula-
tions in this report have been redesigned to take
advantage of this new question. An extended discus-
sion of the development of the new question, and how
it compares with the old attainment question, is pre-
sented in the section, “The New Educational Attainment
ltem in the CPS"”.

HIGHLIGHTS

(Figures shown in parentheses define 90 percent
confidence intervals. For details of calculation, see
“Appendix B, Source and Accuracy of the Estimates.”)

e Four-fifths (80.2 + .3) of all adults age 25 and over
have completed high school; over one-fifth (21.9 + .3)
have completed a Bachelor's degree or more. Both
levels represent all-time national highs.

® The high school completion level for young adults
(ages 25 to 29) in 1993 was not different from that
recorded a decade earlier, while the college comple-
tion level rose slightly. High school: 86.7 (+ .6) vs.
86.0 ( .6) College: 23.7 (£ .8) vs. 22.5 (+ .7)

® Among persons 25 and over, there is no statistical
difference in the proportion of men and women who
have completed high school (80.5 (+ .4) vs. 80.0
(£ .3) percent). However, a larger proportion of men
24.8 (+ .4) than women 19.2 (+ .3) have a Bachelor's
degree or more.

e While Whites have the highest level of high school
completion for those age 25 and above, persons of
races other than White or Black have the highest
Bachelor's degree completion level. High school:
White 81.5 (+.3), Black 70.4 (+ 1.0), other races 79.0
(x 1.7) College: White 22.6 (+ .3), Black 12.2 (+ .7),
other races 33.9 (+ 1.9).

® Annual mean earnings for those age 18 and over vary
considerably by the level of educational attainment.
High school graduates had mean earnings in 1992 of
$18,737 (+ $181), while persons with Bachelor's degrees
made $32,629 (+ $474), and advanced degree hold-
ers averaged $48,653 (+ $686).

TRENDS IN EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT

The educational level of the adult population contin-
ued to rise in 1993, following a general trend that has
been noted in the Current Population Survey data since
educational attainment was first estimated in 1947.
Four-fifths (80.2 percent) of all adults age 25 or older
reported completing at least high school, the highest
level measured in the history of the survey. The level of
high school completion in 1993 reached a peak not only
for the entire population but also for each sex, and for
Whites and Blacks. For Hispanics a detectable statisti-
cal difference last occurred in 1990.

Another basic measure of educational attainment is
the proportion of persons who have completed a Bachelor's
degree. As with high school completion, this figure is
also at a record-high level. Over one-in-five adults (21.9
percent) age 25 or above have a Bachelor's degree or
more.
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Figure 1 (based on table 18) shows the proportions of
persons having completed high school and those com-
pleting a college degree for both the population age 25
and over, and for persons ages 25 to 29. The latter
group is often used to get a better idea of recent
attainment levels. In general, the long-term rise in
educational attainment for the general adult population
is driven principally by the replacement of older less-
educated persons by younger persons who have com-
pleted substantially more education.

This graph documents the general trend of rising
educational attainment levels for the population, but
also indicates that the increase in attainment among
younger persons has slowed considerably, and may be
levelling off. For example, the proportion of 25 to 29
year olds who had completed high school for 1993 was
no different from that recorded a decade earlier (86.0

percent). While there has been some variation over this
period, yearly point estimates have been in the range of
85-86 percent. Similarly, the estimated proportion of
young persons completing a Bachelor's degree has
been in the low 20’s since the mid-1970’s. Given the
very large differences in education between young and
old age groups (table A), however, the attainment level
of the total adult population will continue to rise for
some time, as younger, more educated, age groups
replace older, less educated, age groups, even if attain-
ment levels for young persons remain constant.

EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT IN 1993

Traditionally, differences in educational attainment
have been noted across many different dimensions; in
1993 this continued to be true. Tables A and B show
three basic measures of educational attainment: high

Table A. Summary Measures of the Educational Attainment of the Population, Ages 25 and Over: March

1993
(Numbers in thousands)
Percentage with—
Age, sex, race, region, residence, and Hispanic origin Number of High school Some college or| Bachelor's degree
persons | graduate or more more or more
Allpersons ... ... ..o i 162,826 80.2 449 219
Sex:
Male ... 77,644 80.5 47.3 248
Female...... ... ... . i 85,181 80.0 426 19.2
Race:
White . ... . 139,019 81.5 459 22.6
Black. ... ... 17,786 70.4 34.2 12.2
Other ... 6,021 79.0 52.4 33.9
Hispanic origin:'
Hispanic.......... ... i 12,100 53.1 26.3 9.0
Non-Hispanic .................coiiiiiii 150,726 824 46.3 229
Age group:
25to34yearsold.............. i 41,864 86.6 50.9 23.8
35tod4dyearsold...........coiiiiiiiii 40,342 88.6 54.6 26.7
45to54yearsold.......... ... i 28,503 84.7 48.9 253
S5to64yearsold................ciiiiii 21,247 74.3 36.4 18.6
65to74yearsold..............oiiiiiii 18,362 65.8 284 13.2
7S5yearsorolder............. .. i 12,508 52.1 22.6 10.2
Marital status:
Nevermarried.......... ... ..o i, 23,045 81.9 50.7 27.2
Married spouse present ........... ... ..ol 103,968 83.3 47.0 235
Married spouse absent.................. ... 5,791 69.7 35.7 131
Separated ............. 4,342 713 35.2 114
Widowed ... 13,668 55.4 221 8.8
Divorced. ... ... 16,354 829 453 17.7
Region:
Northeast....... ...t 33,609 815 43.6 243
Midwest . ... 38,506 82.1 422 19.9
South ... 55,957 76.7 42.4 19.9
West . e 34,753 82.5 52.9 247
Metropolitan residence:
Metropolitanarea....................coiiiiiii. 126,665 81.6 47.8 242
Nonmetropolitanarea.................c.cocvvivenn.t. 36,161 75.5 34.6 13.5

'May be of any race.
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school graduate or more; some college or more; Bachelor's
degree or more. These measures are presented for the
population ages 25 and older, cross-classified by a
series of sociodemographic factors, in order to illustrate
some of these differences. Data shown in these tables
summarize the more detailed tabulations in this report.

Gender: Educational attainment levels are higher for
men than for women for two of the three measures
shown in table A. In terms of high school completion,
there is no statistical difference between men and
women (80.5 vs. 80.0 percent). Differences are present
at the college level, where 24.8 percent of men but only
19.2 percent of women have a Bachelor's degree or
more. About 42.6 percent of women and 47.3 percent of
men have completed some college or more.

Race: Comparison of educational attainment among
Whites, Blacks, and persons of other races shows
sizable differences. Among Whites, 81.5 percent are
high school graduates or more, statistically different
from the 79.0 percent recorded for persons of other
races (which includes Asians and Pacific Islanders, and
American Indians, Eskimos and Aleuts). The proportion
for each of these groups is higher than the Black
proportion of 70.4 percent.

Differences are also evident at the college comple-
tion level, with the highest levels reported by persons of
other races: 33.9 percent have a Bachelor's degree or
more, compared to 22.6 percent of Whites, and 12.2
percent of Blacks. A similar ordering exists among these
groups in the completion of some college.

Hispanic origin: At all three levels of attainment
shown, persons of Hispanic origin (who may be of any
race) have the lowest proportions of completed educa-
tion, in comparison to Whites, Blacks, and persons of
other races. More than one-half (53.1 percent) of His-
panic adults are high school graduates or more, 26.3
percent have completed some college, and about one
in eleven ( 9.0 percent) have completed a Bachelor's
degree or more.

Age: One dimension which shows great variability in
measures of educational attainment is age. Whereas
more than half (52.1 percent) of those age 75 and
above have completed high school, 88.6 percent of
persons ages 35 to 44 have attained this level. In terms
of postsecondary schooling, 10.2 percent of the age 75
and older population, as opposed to 26.7 percent of
persons ages 35 to 44, have a Bachelor's degree. In
general, for each education measure, attainment levels
are lowest for the oldest age group, and rise across
successively younger groups. Only the youngest age
group shown in table A (ages 25 to 34) deviates from
this pattern, primarily because some of these individuals
have not completed their schooling, particularly at the
postsecondary level.

Marital Status: Differences in educational attainment
across marital statuses reflect to a large extent differ-
ences in the age composition of marital status groups.
For example, the high level of high school completion
among never married persons (81.9 percent) reflects
the fact that this group is relatively young. Conversely,
the low level among widowed persons (55.4 percent) is
in part because this group consists primarily of older
persons. A similar pattern is seen in college completion.

Region: Among the four Census regions (Northeast,
Midwest, South and West) the proportion of persons
who completed high school ranges from 76.7 in the
South to 82.5 in the West. The percentage in the South
is significantly lower than in the other three regions. In
terms of college attainment, the West is highest in the
completion of some college or more (52.9 percent) but
is not statistically different from the Northeast in the
completion of a Bachelor's degree or more (24.7 vs.
24 3 percent). The data also show that attainment levels
are higher for each of the three measures in metropoli-
tan areas than in nonmetropolitan areas.

Labor force: The first panel of table B presents
educational attainment measures for the civilian labor
force, ages 25 and older. Among employed persons,
educational attainment is quite high, with 88.9 percent
of those employed reporting high school completion,
and 27.8 percent having completed a Bachelor's degree.
For all three summary measures, attainment is higher
for the employed than for the unemployed population,
who in turn generally have higher attainment than those
persons who are not in the labor force.

Occupation: Table B also shows the educational
attainment of employed persons ages 25 to 64, by major
occupational groups. There is great variation in educa-
tional attainment even across this small set of summary
occupational categories. While 99.1 percent of the
workers in professional specialty occupations have com-
pleted high school, 62.4 percent of private household
workers have achieved this level of education. With
respect to higher education, 75.2 percent of persons in
professional specialty occupations have completed a
Bachelor's degree or more, the highest level across the
major occupation groups. For many occupations, how-
ever, fewer than ten percent of the workers have
completed college; this includes categories such as
precision production workers and machine operators.

Earnings: Table C shows estimates of mean earnings
in 1992 for all persons reporting earnings for that year,
detailed by several general levels of educational attain-
ment, sex, race and Hispanic origin. As can be seen, the
relationship of education and earnings is strongly posi-
tive; earnings are higher at each progressively higher
level of education. This relationship holds true not only
for the total population but for each of the subgroups
examined as well.
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Variation in earnings by gender, race and Hispanic
origin within each specific education level is also appar-
ent, and may result from a variety of factors, such as
occupational composition, age structure, labor force
experience, and other forces. The relationship between
education and earnings is a well-studied phenomenon;
the data shown in table C are intended only to summa-
rize the current level of that relationship, and do not
address the more detailed issue of variation in earnings
due to other social and demographic forces.

SYNTHETIC ESTIMATES OF WORKLIFE
EARNINGS

One of the most frequently-asked questions about
educational attainment is what a given level of educa-
tion is “worth” in economic terms over the course of
one’s life. The answer to this question can be arrived at
in a variety of ways, taking into account many different

factors. For example, one might want to consider the
expected number of years one will work or live, or
changes that might occur in the economy over time,
such as inflation or recessions. In fact, an analysis of
lifetime earnings using March 1978-1980 Current Popu-
lation Survey datafiles attempted to incorporate many of
these factors.” More recently, the report, What's It
Worth? (P70-32), has looked at earnings with respect to
degree level and the field of study in which the highest
degree was obtained.

In this section, we construct synthetic estimates of
the earnings in a typical worklife for different levels of
educational attainment. In doing so, several simplifying
assumptions have been made about the estimates. First
“worklife”” is defined as the period between the ages of
25 and 64, inclusive. While many persons stop working

'Lifetime Earnings Estimates for Men and Women in the United
States: 1979. Current Population Reports Series P-60, No. 139.

Table B. Educational Attainment by Labor Force Status and Occupation: March 1993

(Numbers in thousands)

Percentage with—
Occupations Number of High school Some college | Bachelor's degree
persons degree or more or more or more

Civilian labor force, 25 years and over

Employed. ... ... 100,152 88.9 541 27.8
Notemployed. ... ... .. i, 6,716 76.3 36.1 13.6
Notinthelaborforce .................ooiiiiiiiian. 55,268 64.7 28.9 11.9
Occupation of employed persons, 25 to 64 years old ... ..... 96,908 89.3 545 28.0
Executive, admin., and managerial...................... 14,125 974 75.0 47.8
Professional specialty occupations...................... 15,373 99.1 92.7 75.2
Technicians and related supportocc. ................... 3,439 98.1 78.0 30.9
Sales occupations . ... 10,777 94.0 58.3 29.2
Administrative support occupations including clerical. . . . .. 14,894 96.1 52.3 14.7
Private household occupations . ........................ 555 62.4 254 7.2
Other service occupations .. .........c.covvineiiennn... 11,188 79.5 33.7 7.8
Farming, forestry, and fishing .......................... 2,280 68.7 27.7 95
Precision prod., craft, and repair........................ 10,965 825 34.2 6.3
Machine operators, assemblers, and inspectors........... 6,208 7341 21.0 43
Transportation and material moving..................... 4,218 77.8 25.0 44
Handlers, equip. cleaners, helpers, and laborers ......... 2,888 731 204 4.2

Table C. Mean 1992 Earnings by Education Attainment, Sex, Race and Hispanic Origin, for Persons Ages

18 and Over

Not a high Some college
Characteristic school High school | or Associate Bachelor's Advanced
Total graduate graduate degree degree degree
Total....oi i $23,227 $12,809 $18,737 $20,866 $32,629 $48,653
Male... ..ot $28,448 $14,934 $22,978 $25,660 $40,039 $58,324
Female............coiiiiiiiiiiiiiia... $17,145 $9,311 $14,128 $16,023 $23,991 $33,814
White ... $23,932 $13,193 $19,265 $21,357 $33,092 $49,346
Black ... $17,416 $11,077 $15,260 $17,768 $27,457 $39,088
Hispanic Origin' . .............cooiun... $16,824 $11,836 $16,714 $19,215 $28,260 $41,296

'May be of any race.




at an age other than 65, or start before age 25, this
range of forty years provides a practical benchmark for
many persons. Second, we have restricted the esti-
mates to all persons, ignoring differences across dimen-
sions of race and gender. Clearly, the kind of differ-
ences that are evident in table C across these dimensions
are likely to be reinforced over the period of one’s
worklife. The intent here is not to address the compound-
ing effect of these factors over an entire lifetime but to
illustrate the disparities that can be expected due to
simple differences in education alone.

Table D and figure 2 show the dramatic effects of
different levels of educational attainment over the course
of a working life. While persons with some college might
expect lifetime earnings in the range of a million dollars
(in 1992 dollars), individuals who earn a Doctorate
degree would be expected to earn more than twice as
much over their worklife. Those who obtain a Profes-
sional degree are likely to earn about 3 million dollars.
The large difference in expected lifetime earnings has to
do not only with differential starting salaries for different
levels of education, but also with the trajectory of the
earnings, the path of earnings over one’s life. As figure
2 shows, the earnings path of persons with Professional
degrees and PhD.’s looks very different from those at
other levels of education. In short, differential returns to
education persist throughout one’s life, as these illus-
trative lifetime earnings estimates demonstrate.

STATE AND METROPOLITAN AREA
ESTIMATES

Several years ago, this report began a series of new
tabulations showing summary educational attainment
measures for all states and metropolitan areas.2 Data
for these areas are shown in tables 13 through 16 of this
report. In using the data in these tables, readers are
reminded that all estimates in the report are based on

2Educational Attainment in the United States: March 1989 and
1988. Current Population Reports, Series P-20, No. 451.

the CPS sample, and as such, have sampling variability
associated with them. For this reason, the quantity
needed to construct the 90-percent confidence interval
is included with each estimate provided in tables 13
through 16, and readers are strongly encouraged to use
these values. While each CPS file is weighted to national
population controls of age, race, sex, Hispanic origin
and total state population, the nature of the CPS sample
within any given state (or metropolitan area) can mean
that year-to-year estimates may fluctuate simply due to
the changes in sample in that area over time, as well as
the fact that the population weighting is not controlled in
the higher-order cross-classifications of the control fac-
tors. In short, readers are cautioned that year-to-year
comparisons of educational attainment within areas
may show moderately large fluctuations in point esti-
mates. The relative position of areas (that is, high,
moderate or low attainment levels), however, should be
fairly stable.

Table 13, for example, shows the state with the
highest point estimate for high school completion to be
Utah at 90 percent. Although this state has the highest
point estimate, its value is not statistically different from
the group of 4 states immediately below it in a ranked
list.2 Many of the states at the top of this list were in a
similar (high) position in the 1991 data. At the bottom of
the list, West Virginia with the lowest point estimate at
68.5 percent, is not statistically different from Missis-
sippi, which is ranked immediately above it. One can
also see that many of the states in the lower end of the
list are in the South, just as in the 1991 list.

The pattern is somewhat different with regard to
levels of Bachelor's degree completion. Washington,
D.C., ranked first at 37.6 percent, is significantly higher
than any of the fifty states. Colorado, at 30.2 percent, is
the next highest point estimate but is not statistically
different from the 4 states ranked immediately below it.
At the bottom of the list, West Virginia, with the smallest

3That is, Utah, at 90.0 percent is not statistically different from
ordered point estimates down through Washington, at 88.5 percent.

Table D. Synthetic Estimates of Worklife Earnings By Education Levels: 1992

Mean Annual Earnings
Education Age group
25 to 34 35 to 44 45 to 54 55 to 64 Lifetime

years years years years estimates | Standard error
Not a high school graduate.................. $12,517 $14,341 $17,303 $16,720 $608,810 $7,627
High school graduate ....................... $17,967 $21,413 $22,842 $19,865 $820,870 $5,379
Somecollege..............cooiiiiiiiiii... $20,067 $24,969 $28,451 $25,802 $992,890 $10,528
Associate’'sdegree ................coiiunn $22,892 $26,616 $30,224 $26,481 $1,062,130 $16,694
Bachelorsdegree.......................... $28,896 $37,214 $39,122 $36,853 $1,420,850 $15,614
Mastersdegree................c.ooiiinnn $34,351 $41,737 $46,837 $38,972 $1,618,970 $24,882
Doctorate degree. ..................c..connn $38,443 $55,716 $63,536 $56,549 $2,142,440 $73,334
Professional degree ........................ $47,192 $87,816 $83,358 $82,887 $3,012,530 $86,169




X

90

Figure 2.
Earnings Trajectories by Education Level

Annual earnings (thousands of dollars)

80+

70

60

50

40

30

Professional degree

— Doctorate degree

— Master’s degree
Bachelor’s degree

_~ Associate’s degree
— Some college

U

——— High school graduate
Not a high school graduate

10

1

25-34 3544 45-54 55-64

Age groups

90

80

70

60

50

40

30

20

10




Xl

point estimate of 12.2 percent, is not statistically differ-
ent from Alabama or Indiana, which are immediately
above it.

In short, when using the state and metropolitan
estimates provided from the CPS, users must keep in
mind the sampling variability associated with these
estimates, which is somewhat higher than for estimates
based on the nation as a whole. While one cannot make
precise statements about exact rank or changes in rank
over time, the data do provide a general indication of the
relative level of educational attainment across states.

THE NEW EDUCATIONAL ATTAINMENT ITEM
IN THE CPS

Readers familiar with this report may have noticed
some changes in terminology from previous editions.
Specifically, measures such as ‘““four or more years of
college completed” have been replaced with “Bachelor's
degree or higher’, and the general term, “years of
schooling” is now referred to as “educational attain-
ment.” The reason behind these shifts is a change in
the basic item used to collect data about education in
the Current Population Survey. This section discusses
the form of the new question, examines some of the
factors motivating the change, and presents data from a
national test in the February 1990 CPS that show the
empirical relationship between the old educational attain-
ment item and the new one.

The Old and New Items

The educational attainment question used in the CPS
through 1991 was virtually unchanged since the 1940’s.
The question appeared on the control card of the
interview and consisted of two parts (figure 3). The first
part asked, “What is the highest grade or year of regular
school ... has ever attended?” This was followed with
the question, “Did ... complete the grade?’ Response
codes ranged from 00 to 26, where the series 21
through 26 was used to represent college grades.
Persons having attended more than 6 years of college
were coded as '26’. The two-part question allowed the
respondent to indicate a grade that was attended but
not completed. This would include many persons who
were currently enrolled in that grade.

The new item introduced in January 1992 (figure 4)
makes several changes to the old item. A single ques-
tion is now asked: “What is the highest level of school
... has completed or the highest degree ... has received?”
Response categories range from 31 to 46, an inten-
tional change to prevent field staff from attempting to
code the old years of schooling answers to the new
question. In the new item, response categories for lower
levels of schooling have been collapsed into several
summary categories. In addition, a new category, ‘“12th
grade, No Diploma”, has been added.

Figure 3.
CPS Educational Attainment Question
Prior to 1992

What is the highest grade | Did . . .
or year of regular school complete

. . . has ever attended? that grade

00 - Never attended or kindergarten | (year?)

| 01-08 - Elementary
Update code t

08-12 - High school
21-26 - College (Academic)
] 1 D
100

100
10
10
10
10

First
code

The major change in the question occurs in the
categories for high school completion and beyond.
Beginning with the response, ‘“High School Graduate -
high school diploma or the equivalent (for example
GED)”, the categories identify specific degree comple-
tion levels, rather than years of schooling. This modifi-
cation is the fundamental change in the question. The
focus of these questions remains “regular”’ schooling,
that is, schooling which is a part of the collegiate
system. No attempt has been made to incorporate
postsecondary educational attainment from institutions
other than the regular college system. Five different
levels of degree attainment are identified - Associate,
Bachelor's, Masters, Professional and Doctorate degrees.
Associate degrees are further distinguished between
those awarded in academic programs and those given
in an occupational or vocational program. A residual
category of “some college but no degree” is used to
identify those who have not completed a degree pro-
gram.

Factors Behind the Change

Why was the educational attainment item changed?
The answer is a combination of factors, most motivated
by a series of analyses of the old item and possible new
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Figure 4.
CPS Educational Attainment Question
Beginning January, 1992

What is the highest level
of school . . . has

completed or the highest
degree . . . has received?

Update in 5th month AND . s ke .
in Feb., July, and Oct. EDUCATION CODES FOR 23

Less than 1st grade 40 Some college but no degree
23 1st, 2nd, 3rd, or 4th grade 41 Associate degree in college -
Update code 5th or 6th grade Occupational/vocational program
7th or 8th grade 42 Associate degree in college -
gth grade Academic program |
10th grade Bachelor’s degree (For example: BA, AB, BS) }
11th grade Master’s degree (For example: MA, .
12th grade NO DIPLOMA MS, MEng, MEd, MSW, MBA)

. Professional School Degree (For
HIGH SCHOOL GRADUATE - high .
school DIPLOMA, or the equivalent example: MD, DDS, DVM, LLB, D}

(For example: GED)

alternatives, conducted during the 1980’s by the Edu-
cation and Social Stratification Branch of the U.S.
Census Bureau. The main findings of this research are
summarized here.

® Under the old procedures, years of schooling com-
pleted tended to be misclassified into degree status.

Users of CPS data have become accustomed to
the routine equivalence that persons with four or
more years of college hold at least a Bachelor's
degree. Research based on four independent data
sources, however, convinced us that this was not
always the case. Estimates of the proportion of
persons with four or more years of college who did
not hold at least a Bachelor's degree varied, from 13
percent in the 1980 Census Content Reinterview as
well as the 1986 National Content Test, to 7 percent
in data taken from the Survey Income and Program
Participation in 1984, to 6 percent in the February
1990 CPS test. Each of these estimates has some-
what different methods of administration, and this
may account for at least some of the variation.
Nevertheless, the evidence indicates that a nontrivial
amount of misclassification occurs when one infers
degrees from years of schooling.

Attempts to demographically account for the popu-
lation stock of Bachelor's degree holders (that is, by
accounting for births, deaths, and migration) yielded
an interesting pattern. Through the 1970 census,

Doctorate degree (For example: PhD, EdD) }

efforts to demographically balance the number of
Bachelor's degrees awarded through time (as recorded
in administrative records) with the number of Bachelor's
degree holders as inferred by the census showed a
fair amount of correspondence - at most a difference
of several hundred thousand. By the 1980 census,
the difference had jumped to well over a million
“excess’” Bachelor's degrees (as measured by years
of schooling in census). Extending the method to the
mid-1980’s (using data from the March 1985 CPS)
showed the excess remaining over a million. This
discrepancy between administrative records and the
years completed data corresponds to the documented
increase in the length of time students are taking to
obtain a Bachelor's degree. If respondents report the
number of years they have spent in the postsecond-
ary system rather than their academic standing, this
would exacerbate the problem. Apart from this, how-
ever, the number of inferred degrees could be inflated
simply because more adults are adding years of
schooling without any intention of acquiring a degree.
In this respect, the years of schooling measure
becomes a misleading indicator of the educational
credentials individuals hold.

® The old item made it impossible to identify specific

degrees.

If the existing question’s ability to infer “traditional”
Bachelor's degrees became hampered over time, the
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ability to represent other kinds of educational creden-
tials was poor from the start. Most notable was the
inability to identify holders of Associate (generally
2-year) degrees from years of schooling data. During
the early era of growth in the 2-year college system,
Associate degrees were often seen as stepping
stones to a 4-year credential. However, during the
1970’s and 1980’s, the Associate degree became
recognized as a degree in its own right. The devel-
opment of many occupational and job-specific pro-
grams in 2-year colleges offered students who did not
wish or could not afford a 4-year degree the oppor-
tunity to obtain a postsecondary credential useful in
obtaining employment. The structure of the old years
of schooling question makes it impossible to identify
these persons.

Similarly, the years of schooling question could not
provide direct evidence about the growing pool of
persons holding degrees beyond the Bachelor's degree
level. The February 1990 CPS test provides esti-
mates showing that over 10 million U.S. adults hold
an advanced degree of some sort, based on the
answers given to the new, degree-based question.
These individuals represent a critical national resource,
the size of which formerly could only be approximated
in the CPS by the number of persons with 5 or more
years of college completed. Under the old proce-
dures, an estimate from the February 1990 data
would incorrectly attribute advanced degrees to nearly
4 million more persons.

e Use of the old item led to uncertainty in the classifi-

cation of high school graduates.

Many people, although they did not complete 12
years of schooling, hold a high school diploma because
of programs like the GED, night school, and other
equivalency mechanisms. Individuals who hold a high
school equivalent were supposed to be coded as
having completed 12 years of school in the format of
the old question. Analysis of selected data sources
indicated that this was not always the case. Be it due
to respondent or interviewer failure, there are numer-
ous instances (about 1 million persons in the Febru-
ary 1990 test) where years in school (that is, some-
thing less than 12) were recorded instead of the
earned high school equivalent.

An associated problem is the growing number of
persons who have completed 12 years of school but
do not have a high school diploma. This problem is
especially common in areas that require a final gradu-
ation test or certification. Individuals who fail this test
but have completed their 12 years are free to leave
school, but are not awarded a high school diploma.
Instead, they are often given a “certificate of comple-
tion” or other document to indicate they have “served
their time”. The February 1990 test showed that
nearly 4 million people fell into this category.

o The old item did not meet agency and programmatic
data needs.

As part of the content development for the 1990
Decennial Census, interagency working groups were
formed for each substantive topic area in the census.
These groups met to discuss specific agency data
needs, reflecting not only programmatic and legisla-
tive data requirements, but a full array of research
and analytic needs. The Education working group
identified the need for degree-specific data as the
highest priority item and suggested potential item
response categories. This process also revealed that
detailed attainment information was not legislatively
required (or generally needed) below the fifth grade.
The group suggested that the collapsing of lower
levels of schooling would not be a serious loss. Faced
with the addition of new categories beyond the high
school level, and a serious space constraint in the
decennial instrument, the decision was made to use
collapsed categories of 1st to 4th and 5th to 8th
grades; discussions with the Bureau of Labor Statis-
tics in the development of the attainment item for the
CPS led to the further refinement of separating
categories for 5th or 6th grade from 7th or 8th grade.

Potential Problems With the New ltem

The switch to the new attainment item is not without
some costs. One objection that has been raised is the
loss in continuity with time series that date back as
much as 50 years. On one level this argument must be
accepted; the new item, after all, is different in terms of
both structure and wording of the response categories.
However, the meaning of the old question itself has not
remained constant over the past fifty years - that is a
primary reason why it needed to be changed. Reports of
“years of schooling completed” do not mean the same
thing now as they did in 1940. Whereas in 1940 it could
be said with a high degree of certainty that a person with
4 years of college completed had a Bachelor’s degree,
that same assertion cannot be made in 1990. To use the
old item today and attribute the 1940 meaning is mis-
leading, with the problem becoming more serious with
each passing year.

The new item, on the other hand, does allow compa-
rable construction of many of the educational attain-
ment concepts and benchmarks that are frequently
used in research, analysis and legislation. Persons with
less than a high school degree, for example, can be
easily identified, including the 12th grade “‘completers”
who are not graduates. Persons with college less than
(or more than) a Bachelor's degree can also be deter-
mined, as, can those who have attained a Bachelor’s as
their highest degree. In this respect, the new item
provides better year-to-year comparability, since it relies
on known degree levels, not an inference of degrees
from years of schooling completed.
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A second source of concern is voiced by some
researchers who feel that one of their independent
variables of choice for regression models has been lost.
While it is true that the apparent continuous form of the
years of schooling item made a handy (and empirically
useful) addition to many regression models of phenom-
ena like earnings and income, most analysts recognize
that the interval-level variable does not reflect the reality
of credentialing and the rewards based thereon. In fact,
a perusal of the journal literature shows that years of
schooling is frequently summarized into a small set of
convenient educational benchmarks, generally repre-
sented by binary (dummy) variables. Analyses such as
these are commonplace, particularly in the context of
categorical data methods that have become far more
frequent during the past decade.

A related concern of some analysts is the elimination
of summary measures such as the median or average
years of schooling completed. While these measures
will no longer be derivable in the same metric, this may
not be a major analytic loss. During the entire decade of
the 1980’s, median years of schooling for persons ages
25 and above changed by two-tenths of a year (going
from 12.5 to 12.7 years), emphasizing the fact that the
median is not a very good summary measure of the
pace of change in educational attainment. The table
below shows four different summary measures, includ-
ing the median. The three proportionate measures of
educational completion all tell a much stronger story
than the median of how the population changed during
the sixteen year period from 1975 to 1991.

Measure 1975 1991
Median years of schooling ............ 12.3 12.7
Percent high school graduates ........ 62.5 78.4
Percent with 1 or more years college .. 26.3 39.8
Percent with 4 or more years college .. 13.9 21.4

The change in the attainment question will cause the
loss of the time series of median years of schooling, but
the measure is of limited utility because it does not
capture most of the dynamic change in the educational
structure of the United States.

February 1990 CPS Results

In the February 1990 Current Population Survey, a
test of the new attainment item was conducted. The
conventional years of schooling question, still on the
control card, was updated at the beginning of the
interview for all persons. After completion of the regular
CPS-1 labor force interview, each person was asked the

“new” attainment question. Interviewers had explicit
instructions not to attempt to reconcile apparent dis-
crepant answers given for the two items. While it is
possible that some individuals may have tried to give
answers that would concur with each other (thus chang-
ing one of the responses they might give if only one
question was asked), the data show that there are still
important areas of inconsistency between the two sets
of answers given.

Table E shows weighted estimates of the full crosstabu-
lation of the old and new items for all persons ages 15
and above. Overall, there is a great deal of consistency
between the levels reported for the old and new items;
84.3 percent of all responses were consistent, with this
level somewhat higher for levels below college (86.3
percent). Most of the inconsistent responses below
college are off by one category; this may be due to the
elimination of the “attending/ completed” follow-up item
that was a part of the old question. About half of the
responses that were a higher level in the new item were
persons who were classified as high school graduates in
the old item, but chose “some college no degree” in the
new item. One possibility is that many individuals,
having spent only a small amount of time in college,
opted not to report this experience in the old item, and
reported their highest credential (the high school diploma)
instead.

The portion of the table showing levels above college
draws into clearer detail the comments that have been
made about the ability of the new question to better
classify individuals with respect to the specific degrees
they hold. For example, the new item identifies 8.5
million Associate degree holders, formerly distributed
primarily among the categories of 1-6 years of college.
The table also shows that just 81 percent of persons
who hold a Bachelor's as their highest degree have
completed exactly four years of college. Overall, the
new question counts over 75 million persons with some
college experience, as opposed to just under 70 million
identified with the old item. In general, while the old and
new items demonstrate a high level of consistency, it is
the inconsistent responses, particularly for high school
completion and beyond, which give the new item a
decided advantage in accuracy and usefulness.

Changing patterns of enroliment and perceptions of
education as human capital required a serious reexami-
nation of the conventional attainment question. The
growing importance of postsecondary education and
the increasing credentialing of individuals dictate that
more direct measures be used. The new educational
attainment item is a departure from the past, but it
provides more relevant and useful data for current and
future analyses.
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DATA FILES AVAILABLE

The time series tabulations of attainment shown in
Tables 17, 18, and 19 of this report are also available on
one floppy diskette. The tables are available as either
three ASCII print files, or three LOTUS 1-2-3 © files
(version 2.1). Users wishing to purchase files should
specify which data format they prefer (ASCIl or LOTUS),

include a check for $15 (make checks payable to
“Commerce-Census”) and send to:

Education and Social Stratification Branch
Population Division

U.S. Bureau of the Census

Washington, D.C. 20233

(301)-763-1154




